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Veterinary End-of-Life Care and Euthanasia in the Age of COVID-19:
A Qualitative Study of Provider Perspectives
Elizabeth Chalmers and River Hodgdon, MSW Candidates; under the guidance of
Dr. Adam Quinn and Dr. Paula Gerstenblatt, Social Work Faculty Members
leiz

Background
• Veterinary providers have a unique, dual caring role; they
must provide both physical medical care for their pet
patients and empathetic emotional care for human pet
owners (Polachek & Wallace, 2018).
• This dual caring role is especially evident during euthanasia,
when veterinarians must provide medical care for a peaceful
death for the pet and support the grieving owner through
the process (Dickinson, 2019).
• Figley (2013) defined compassion fatigue as "the cost of
caring". Veterinary providers, in their dual caring role, have
an increased risk of compassion fatigue and burnout (Moir &
Van den Brink, 2020).
• Factors that contribute to compassion fatigue and stress for
veterinary providers include difficult interactions with clients,
the impact of cost on providing care, long hours and being on
call, student loan debt, and a fear of making mistakes (Moir
& Van den Brink, 2020).
• The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the provision of
veterinary care and affected communication between
veterinary providers and pet owner clients (Quain et al.,
2021).

Methods

Purpose of the Study
Euthanasia is frequently performed in veterinary
medicine, and previous research shows that
participating in euthanasia can contribute to
compassion fatigue and burnout in the veterinary
field. Recent studies also show that pet owners
depend on their veterinary providers to provide
empathetic, effective communication, to support
them in a shared-decision making process thorough
end-of-life care for their pets, and to validate their
pet loss grief. Furthermore, there is scant previous
literature about the impacts of COVID-19 on
veterinary practice. This research study will add

to this knowledge base by investigating how
COVID-19 has impacted end-of-life care and
euthanasia in veterinary work.

Findings: Themes
1
Overwhelmed and
Understaffed
2
Changes in Provisions of
Care
3
Challenging Clients and
Additional Stressors for
Providers

4
Emotionally Distanced
5
A Need for Increased
Mental Health Support

• Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, veterinary providers were
at an increased risk of compassion fatigue and burnout.

• Participants recruited from a variety of roles within the veterinary
profession to include multiple perspectives on veterinary end-oflife care and euthanasia in the age of COVID-19 (See Table 1)

• COVID-19 has increased stressors for veterinary providers
due to the growing number of pets and need for veterinary
care as well as changes in the provision of care. The dual
caring role of veterinary providers described by Polacheck
and Wallace (2018) has become even more challenging
during COVID-19.

• Data collected through semi-structured interviews; average
length of interview 45 minutes

• Data interpreted using inductive thematic analysis

• Findings from this study validate the need for increased
mental health support in the veterinary field. In particular,
mental health support in the veterinary field is even more
needed in the age of COVID-19.
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Theme 1
“The world has just spiked with animals and animal care.”
“My coworkers are working long days, day after day. Often no
breaks . . . it’s getting tiring. We’re starting year three. You can’t
sustain it.”
Theme 2
“So we are doing everything over the phone, we triage over the
phone. My doctors will do all our diagnostics. They talk to the
owners over the phone. We discharge over the phone. Sometimes,
if we can’t get a hold of them, we’ll go out to the parking lot, but,
for the most part, everything is done over the phone. "
Theme 3
“As far as working during COVID, it’s been hard enough to just do
your job because everything takes longer and is more stressful. But
then you have all that stress that clients are bringing in.”
Theme 4
“You have to find different ways to be warm and kind of adapt from
your typical like, let me give you a hug and show you that I care to
like, try to like, make your face really expressive or your voice or
things like that. So that’s been a little tricky.”
Theme 5
“Mental health is not being addressed enough in the veterinary
profession.”
“It would be really nice to have someone in the practice who that’s
their job to kind of provide that mental health treatment and
support.”

Discussion

• Criterion sampling used to recruit 15 participants from 4 local
veterinary practices
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Findings: Supporting Quotations
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• Including social workers on veterinary professional teams
can help mitigate compassion fatigue and burnout in the
veterinary field. Veterinary social work is a growing field
that can offer support for both veterinary providers and
their clients.

